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Title: La comunicación en clase de lengua extranjera. 
Abstract 
A lo largo de este artículo estudiaremos la importancia de la información no lingüística transmitida en cualquier situación 
comunicativa. De hecho, la información enviada o recibida a través de medios lingüísticos siempre se ve afectada por la 
información transmitida utilizando otros vehículos distintos del idioma, vehículos que pueden reforzar o incluso contradecir lo que 
dice el mensaje lingüístico, añadiendo información al mensaje. Por esta razón, los maestros de lenguas extranjeras deben tener en 
cuenta que los estudiantes utilizarán medios verbales y no verbales, cuando usen el segundo idioma, para comunicarse, 
dependiendo de su edad. 
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Título: Communication in a foreign language class. 
Resumen 
Along this article we will study how important it is the non-linguistic information transmitted at any communicative situation. In 
fact, the information sent or received through linguistic means is always affected by the information transmitted using other 
vehicles different from language, vehicles which may reinforce or even contradict what the linguistic message says, adding 
information to the message. For this reason, foreign language teachers must take into account that the students will use both 
verbal and non-verbal means, when using the second language, in order to communicate, depending on their age. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Along this theme we will study how important it is the non-linguistic information transmitted at any communicative 
situation. In fact, the information sent or received through linguistic means is always affected by the information 
transmitted using other vehicles different from language, vehicles which may reinforce or even contradict what the 
linguistic message says, adding information to the message.  
For this reason, foreign language teachers must take into account that the students will use both verbal and non-verbal 
means, when using the second language, in order to communicate, depending on their age. For example, in the first 
stages, meaning comprehension does not necessary mean the use of the foreign language. The meaning comprehension 
on the student’s side can be shown by means of artistic or mimic answers, or making gestures or pointing to objects, 
places, people, etc… as possible answers too. In a later stage, students will use verbal answers more often, however, they 
will continue using non-verbal codes, and it makes necessary to include them in the curriculum of the foreign language 
area, because they must also learn how to use them, such as the use of space or gestures, depending on the culture of the 
foreign language.  
In order to follow the previous index, I am going to analyze what communication implies, according to the curriculum. 
2. COMUNICATION IN THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE CLASS: VERBAL AND NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION. 
The possibility to communicate in a foreign language is a pressing need in present-day society. For this reason, there is a 
great social demand for compulsory schooling to provide students with communicative competence in a foreign language, 
which, according to the curriculum, is better than simply teaching the language. For this reason a communicative 
competence should be achieved. But, what do we refer to as communicative competence? 
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The Valencian Government Decree 20/1992, of 17
th
 of February, which establishes the teaching requirements for 
primary education, following the Royal Decree 1006/1991 of 14
th
 June (BOE 25 June), explains in its introduction what 
aspects must be taken into account when considering communicative competence.  
 Grammatical competence: ability to use the rules of the language system, and to produce correct sentences from 
the grammatical point of view. 
 Discourse competence or the ability to use different types of speech or writing based on the situation.  
 Sociolinguistic competence: the student has to be able to adapt statements in different contexts, observing the 
social rules and habits of the linguistic community. 
 Strategic competence: the student must be able to access and use extralinguistic resources to achieve the 
communicative objective (body movement, intonation).  
 Sociocultural competence: the student has to know the social and cultural context in which the language is used.  
 
In other words, communicative competence implies a certain mastery of the language system, and also being able to 
interpret and use non-linguistic communicative resources. 
VERBAL COMMUNICATION 
On the one hand, it includes the linguistics aspects of the communication process, but also other elements such us 
utterances. For instance, the meaning of a message can be affected by its intonation. In fact, knowing a language does not 
consist just in being able to understand or produce oral or written sentences. It also means to use them properly in order 
to get the desired communicative effect.  
For this reason students must be trained not only to focus on linguistic accuracy, but on thinking about how to deal 
with real communicative situations, which involve other abilities that students are not usually trained in. In this way, the 
teacher should teach language as a tool for communicating with other people. According to that, the teacher should 
provide students with the necessary vocabulary and other linguistic knowledge they might need to apply in. An option can 
be present to students some language learning activities which will hopefully lead to verbal communication:  
 Dramatize a dialogue with varying emotions. 
 Dramatize a telephone conversation. 
 Take part role-playing activities. 
 Talk about a film or TV programme.  
 Describe a picture, a set of pictures, or a wall chart. 
 Summarize what a previous speaker has said. 
 Prepare (in groups) a short talk on some aspect of culture. 
 
Now, let’s see what non-verbal communication implies. 
NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION 
We can understand non-verbal communication as the usage of all the linguistic elements that carry information which 
can affect communication, called non-linguistic resources (gestures, postures, pictures, etc.) in an attempt to understand 
and be understood when using a foreign language.  
Many of these non-verbal elements are common to English and Spanish, but some of them are culturally determinated 
and students should learn them.  
However, which are these elements? According to Knapp’s classification: 
1. Body movement, which includes gestures, movements of the body, limps, hands, head, feet, facial expressions, 
eye behaviour and also posture. All these elements express the level of tension, its emotionality, personality in 
relation to discourse. 
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2. Physical characteristics. This category remains unchanged during the interaction period. In includes physical 
appearance, general allure, body scents, height, hair, skin tone… 
3. Tactile conduct. It is an important factor in the first development stages of childhood.  
4. Paralangue. It refers to how something is said and not to what is actually said. It has to do with voice qualities, 
vocalization… 
5. Proxemics. It is the manner in which man uses space as a specific cultural product, so spatial relations and the 
interaction distances in formal/informal groups are important.  
6. Artifacts. These include the manipulation of objects that can act as non-verbal stimuli. These artefacts include 
perfume, clothing, lipstick and other objects. 
7. Surrounding factors. These include those elements that interfere in human relations but which are not direct part 
of it, such as furniture, interior decoration… 
 
As we can see, communication is more complex that it can seem, and all these characteristics must be taken into 
account when teaching a foreign language.  
3. IMPORTANCE OF THE PAIR OR GROUP INTERNAL COHESION IN THE COMMUNICATION 
Now we are going to focus our attention on the description of a good communication atmosphere, which is very 
important to guarantee in class. The internal cohesion of the group through the incorporation of dynamic group activities 
will assure the following results: conscience of belonging to a pair or group, attention to classmates’ opinions, open and 
common attitude towards other cultures, creation of funny situations, etc.  
Far from it, a negative internal atmosphere will create the opposite results: irresponsibility, envy, absolute dependence 
on teacher, lack of self-confidence, repulse of other cultures, fightings, etc.  
As we have been able to see, the creation of a good atmosphere is very important to guarantee communication in class. 
However, we should not forget keeping this positive work atmosphere, because little by little, if we do not continue 
carrying out different activities to assure that good atmosphere, it can disappear.  
4. EXTRALINGUISTIC STRATEGIES: NON-VERBAL REACTIONS TO MESSAGES IN DIFFERENT CONTEXTS 
There are many factors which influence in a communicative situation. For example, it has been shown that the 
distribution of space in the classroom can have a negative or positive effect on the learner and influence in his reactions. 
In fact, the participation of students in class depends partly on how the chairs and desks are arranged.  
However, other aspects must be taken into account too, as it is noise or light, which also influence interpersonal 
reactions and academic achievement. Other aspects of non-verbal behaviour include the study of physical contact and the 
way of looking at one another according to the existing relationship. For instance, the shape and size of the body, the hair 
or even the skin colour is decisive in some communities.  
Therefore, the foreign language teacher must be aware of the importance of non-verbal messages in the study of 
languages and communication, as well as he does with grammatical structures.  
According to what I have exposed, we will agree that it is important to develop activities that promote non-verbal 
communication and that elicit the gestural capacity in students. One of the most remarkable attempts to base a whole 
teaching method on these ideas is James Asher’s Total Physical Response (T.P.R.), originally tested in the United States in 
the 1960’s.  
How does it work? The teacher starts giving easy orders to some student that must react to these orders. At the first 
stages they only have to act, without saying anything, but little by little they will. Its aim is to reach language learning 
through physical activity. 
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5. CONCLUSION 
Along the theme I have pointed out the need of both verbal and non-verbal communication in the language learning 
process. However, we should not forget to encourage children to infer meaning and to use all sorts of extralinguistic 
strategies to improve communication.  
The objective is to make children competent in the usage of language, not in language itself. However, there is not need 
in using boring activities, because by means of motivating activities such as gesticulating, using the five senses… we can 
also achieve this objective, the communicative competence.  
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